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    For many centuries, people have been pursuing precision as the ultimate goal to 
understand the world and human beings. Precise knowledge is preferred. Yet people 
find they are haunted by vagueness. They usually think intrinsically semantic 
vagueness desecrates sanctity of precise language, especially in meaning. Linguistic 
expressions like tall, heap, good and sentences containing them bring about vague 
meaning in understanding. The thesis is designed to probe into semantically vague 
language, especially vague terms in the domain of cognitive semantics and to redress 
the attitudes towards semantic vagueness. Vagueness in this thesis possesses some 
intrinsic characteristics. Hedges challenge precision in meaning standard as well. 
Many scholars contribute to the richness of literature on this topic. The present paper 
takes a closer look at semantic vagueness from linguistics, psychological and 
philosophical aspects, discusses the relationship and distinctions between vagueness 
and some confused concepts to provide relative limits to semantic vagueness. The 
present study is characterized by offering a cognitive view to clarify and polish the 
study of semantic vagueness, unifying the existing literature on this subject. 
Understanding of semantic vagueness is an intellectual activity in which categorization 
and prototype play an important part. The thesis provides a deeper exploration of 
semantic vagueness in cognition, in the expounding of classical and prototypical 
models of categorization. Semantic vagueness is further exposed by the study on the 
reasons for it. The author captures some models for people to understand semantic 
vagueness. Psycholinguistic model summarizes relationship between vagueness and 
memory in mental lexicon. The model of transformation between vagueness and 
precision shows the importance of vagueness in language use. Through the discussion 
on context’s explanatory function for semantic vagueness, the thesis emphasizes that 
semantically vague language will not hamper communication but enhance the 
efficiency of communication. As a major in linguistics, the present study comments on 
significance of semantic vagueness in EFL (English Taught as a Foreign Language), 
SLA (Second Language Acquisition) and lexicography. It can help teachers and 
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value and apply the essence of semantic vagueness into practice. The thesis argues that 
semantic vagueness is not an abhorrent flaw in language but rather an effective tool 
when conveying one’s idea. It sheds light on EFL, SLA and lexicography as well as 
other interdisciplinary subjects.  
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Chapter 1  Introduction   
 
Western thinking is based on Aristotle around 2000 years ago. Much of their logic 
and decision-making depends on True/False or Yes/No Decisions. This classical 
bivalence principle has helped provide knowledge about world and human beings 
precisely. Although preciseness is the ultimate goal for most of people, generally, 
people in communication are faced with the questions like: Are you tall or short? Do 
you like your job? Can we be happy in marriage? – Yes or No? People may find the 
above questions have answers indicating not definite yes or no but varying degrees of 
truth.  
In the natural world, almost everything occupies a position in a continuum, thus 
poses potential difficulty in formalizing it digitally and finding definite cutoff. If it gets 
too cold, people put a coat on. But there is no precise definition of too cold—so how 
do people know when to don a coat? Environmental temperature is a continuum, but 
coat on or off is a discreet event. There is no precise temperature for putting on a coat. 
What is more, most complex concepts seem not to have precise extensions. For 
instance, it seems that there is no precise boundary between the bald and the non-bald, 
the short and the non-short, and the old and the non-old. Is a bird that cannot fly a bird 
even though it has wings like chicken and ostrich?  
Language is vagueness-plagued. We can find vagueness in many levels of 
language like semantics, phonetics, morphology, and grammar. Vagueness is a 
fundamental, pervasive feature of natural language meaning. Almost every predicate 
whose applicability depends on gradient property—which includes most content words 
in every language—exhibits uncertainty in borderline cases. However, some people 
emphasize a good language should avoid imprecision like ambiguity, vagueness and 
generality. Words, according to this viewpoint, are precision instruments which should 
be used with care and accuracy. The above viewpoint about a good language and 
words are challenged in this thesis. The thesis puts forwards the points that intrinsic 
vagueness is an essential part of language and knowledge. A language including vague 
words is a good language as long as these words are appropriately used.  
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second chapter. The second chapter provides a literature review on semantically vague 
language from philosophical, semantic, pragmatic and psychological perspectives, 
including the characteristics of semantic vagueness, the relationship between 
ambiguity, generality and vagueness, hedges in semantics. All of these angles ensure 
that the readers can have a contour of recent development on this topic. The third 
chapter probes into semantic vagueness in cognitive semantics concentrating on the 
relationship between concepts and vague meanings, vagueness in categories and its 
two theoretical models, namely classical and prototypical models on the ground of 
family resemblance principle as well as the reasons for vagueness in meaning. The 
fourth chapter touches upon the topic of how to decode and encode semantic 
vagueness in a combination of psychological, pragmatics and cognitive semantics. The 
thesis highlights implications of semantic vagueness in EFL, SLA and Lexicography. 
Some suggestions are put forward for teachers and learners to improve the quality of 
teaching and efficiency of learning, for lexicographers to make a more acceptable and 
authentic dictionary. The last chapter summarizes the author’s points and prospects for 
further research on semantic vagueness as well.  
There are many points readers should know before going through this thesis: 
1) This thesis devotes most of its chapters to elucidate the characteristics of 
semantically vague language as well as the interpretation of cognitive meaning 
that will enhance our comprehension of vagueness.  
2) Though this thesis mainly explores semantic vagueness, it is not supposed to be 
a pure cognitive semantic workshop. The study of meaning shall combine the 
research in philosophy and pragmatics. Moreover, words cannot be used in a pure 
vacuum without interference of context and operation in human cognition. 
Therefore, this thesis will make the abstract semantic analysis of vague language 
out of the combination of above subjects, which will be a promotion of our 
research. 
3) The purpose of the research in semantically vague language is not only to 
demonstrate its nature, but also to analyze how a competent language user encodes 
and decodes it. What’s more, the implications of the above research will be oriented 
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